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	1. The Sorting Hat

**Hi everyone. This is a new story that popped into my head for an AU where the Golden Trio returns to finish their last year at Hogwarts and are unexpectedly re-sorted. I will likely be updating this somewhat infrequently for awhile, as I want to finish my other fic, Star-Crossed, before paying lots of attention to this one. In the mean time, enjoy my ramblings if you choose. P.S. I love reviews. Hint, hint.**
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Hermione wasn't sure what to expect from her eighth year as she, Harry, Ron, and Ginny trundled up the path to Hogwarts in one of the traditional carriages the school provided. She was overwhelmed with nostalgia as well as a very practical realization that this would be her last time being pulled up toward the castle in one of the spindly, thestral-drawn carriages with her best friends.

Harry and Ron had not wanted to come back to Hogwarts. The three of them had been offered jobs in the Auror office at the Ministry despite the lack of Hogwarts completion, but Hermione had a feeling that her future lay outside of chasing dark wizards for the rest of her life. She craved more of the innocence of her childhood… not the horrible, dark and disappointing reality that had become her life when Voldemort had risen.

But he'd been gone for months now, never to return. Harry had defeated him in a battle that was sure to be spoken of for centuries. She cast a small smile at her friend, who returned the slight expression with fondness.

"Going to be an interesting year," Harry commented needlessly.

They all knew.

"I wonder how it will be with McGonagall as Headmistress," Ginny mused absently. Her head was resting on Harry's shoulder possessively.

The two had come together like the crashing of waves against rock following the final battle. It had been intense, their devotion to one another. It was sometimes difficult to witness. Hermione uncomfortably thought how different it had been with her and Ron.

Without the threat of Voldemort looming in the distance, it seemed that she and Ron were no longer compelled to be glued at the hip. They'd drifted apart slowly, like the tide going out. Finally, the previous day, before the start of term, they'd agreed to remain friends only. No hard feelings, nothing lost. Hermione was relieved.

The carriage came to a stop in front of the castle and Hermione felt excitement began to bubble up from within her.

"D'you suppose it's all fixed up?" Ron wondered, goggling at the castle, which looked much the same as it always had.

"Guess we'll find out soon enough," Ginny answered him, taking Harry's hand in hers as the foursome walked up to the enormous front doors of the school with the other returning students.

"Look, there's Gryffindor tower!" Hermione pointed, indicating the familiar structure protruding from the seventh floor in the distance. A warm light was glowing from the windows in welcome. She felt tears well up in her eyes; she had worried she'd never be back.

"I hope there's a good spread," Ron groaned, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. He was unable to enjoy the sight of the tower as Hermione did, "I could eat the Sorting Hat I'm so hungry."

"Harry, _look_," Ginny said quietly, interrupting Ron's complaint. She nodded in the far direction where they'd come from the carriages. "Malfoy."

The familiar platinum blond was also trudging up toward the castle, accompanied by his fellow Slytherins, Blaise Zabini and Theodore Nott. He had his head down and his hands in his pockets glumly and didn't look in the mood for an altercation the way he always used to at the start of term.

"I'm sure Malfoy's changed too, Gin," Harry said quickly, apprehensively turning his attention away. "Look – here's Neville and Luna!"

"Hey Harry! Ron, Hermione, Ginny…" Neville said breathlessly, catching up to them.

"Hello everyone," said Luna airily. "I'm looking forward to a good Sorting. Aren't you?"

"Feels weird, doesn't it? Coming back?" Neville ruminated as he chewed on the inside of his cheek.

"Well we've got to finish our education somehow," Hermione replied, her calm voice not betraying the excitement she really felt. "Last year didn't really count for anyone."

"It'll be interesting to see how the different houses interact now that the War is over," Luna commented.

"As long as there's treacle tart, I couldn't care less," Ron groaned, clutching his stomach.

They six friends laughed as they entered the familiar Great Hall, filing over to the Gryffindor table, with the exception of Luna, who made herself comfortable at the Ravenclaw one. They rekindled old friendships. Ron and Hermione were particularly popular but everywhere Harry seemed to go, genuine applause briefly erupted.

Once the Hall was settled, the new Headmistress McGonagall got to her feet and stood at the podium the late Headmaster Dumbledore had always spoken from. With her reputation for being severe but fair, the Hall soon became quiet without McGonagall even murmuring a word.

"It is with unaffected pleasure that I welcome you all back to Hogwarts this year," she began, her usual stern expression on her lips but with a smile twitching at the corners. "You will find a great many changes in place. Professors Slughorn, Flitwick, and Sprout will continue as Heads of Slytherin, Ravenclaw, and Hufflepuff houses respectively, and Professor Sinistra will be taking over as Head of Gryffindor House in my stead."

Polite applause greeted this statement. Many of the younger students remained silent and – Hermione noticed – were looking around the Great Hall as if they were taking in all possible means of escaping an imminent attacker. Considering the horrific events of the previous year, Hermione couldn't blame them. The younger students looked grim rather than excited at the start of term. The Slytherin table was all but silent, and those seated there kept their heads down.

It looked like it would be an interesting year, for sure.

"You will find all of your classes to be in their usual rooms, with very few changes," the Headmistress continued. "Advanced Arithmancy will be offered for NEWT students who managed at least an E in their OWL grade. Additionally, Divination will be taught entirely by Professor Firenze…" the centaur was absent from the Great Hall, but there was excited murmuring amongst the students nonetheless, "…and Professor Trelawney will be offering Xylomancy for NEWT divination students. Selected NEWT students will also be notified of their eligibility to study Alchemy or Ghoul Studies, if they wish to."

Hermione sat up straighter in her seat as she drank in McGonagall's words. She wasn't aware of Hogwarts offering any of these new courses, and _Hogwarts: A History_ had indicated that alchemal studies had ceased to be offered in the 1930s.

"Finally, the decision has been made and agreed upon by _all_ the staff… given the history of last year and the prejudices that have run rampant with those events…" the Hall was hushed now and McGonagall's lips seemed to be pursed into an almost-grimace, "…that you will _all_ be re-sorted by the Sorting Hat to promote inter-house unity."

Cries of alarm erupted throughout the Hall. A true cacophony was raised and couldn't be abated for several moments. Hermione glanced around at her friends, all of whom bore identical horrified expressions.

They were _Gryffindor_ through and through!

"Attention!" McGonagall barked.

The Hall, while still alive with furious whispers like hissing snakes, mainly quieted and turned its attention back to the Headmistress with new looks of contempt. Hermione's hands, which had been resting on her thighs, tightened and her fingernails began to dig into her skin, but she didn't notice.

"If you will please all form a queue…"

This was far easier said than done, even without the first years, which were still battling their way across the Lake in rowboats with Hagrid. The second and third years seemed to accept their fate readily enough and stood with silent, watchful eyes to see what would happen to them. The fourth and fifth years grumbled and muttered curses and some openly wept at the idea of being separated from their friends.

Everyone in sixth year and above seemed mutinous. They'd had _years_ to cultivate their personalities based around their Houses…

"Oh no, _oh no_, oh no," Hermione breathed nervously.

"Hermione, _calm down_," Harry admonished pleadingly.

"It's going to be _forever_ to finish this," Ron complained, "we'll never get to eat!"

"_Honestly_, Ron," Hermione scolded waspishly, "all you ever think about is food!"

"Relax, Hermione…" Ron began.

"What if we're separated?" she hissed back to him.

Harry looked glum. "The Hat gives you a choice. It did for me…"

"I'm not sure that's going to work for everyone, Harry…"

"We're all _Gryffindors_ though," Ron reminded her, convinced he would still be sleeping in the familiar Gryffindor dormitory that night.

"Abbott, Hannah!"

This was going to take a long time, Hermione realized, as Hannah Abbott – a blonde Hufflepuff from their year struggled to exit the line of about three hundred students.

"GRYFFINDOR!" shouted the Sorting Hat.

The hat was plucked from Hannah's head and she stood awkwardly before the four empty tables before slowly making her way to the farthest one. There, she buried her face in her hands and slumped down on the bench. No one sat there to cheer her being placed there and the silence seemed weirdly foreboding…

The ceremony took a long time, as there were several years worth of students to re-sort, especially with the addition of the eighth years, three-quarters of whom had returned to properly sit for their NEWTs.

"Finnegan, Seamus!"

"HUFFLEPUFF!"

"I am going to have a panic attack," Hermione admitted under her breath to Ginny, who squeezed her hand reassuringly.

"Don't," the redhead advised sagely. "It'll be over soon."

But this was not entirely true. The Sorting took quite some time. Hermione noted the subdued Slytherins watching the proceedings with narrowed eyes. Malfoy seemed to be glaring at the floor, grinding his teeth. Theodore Nott was eyeing the Sorting Hat with open hostility.

"Granger, Hermione!"

"Oh no, oh no… _oh no_," Hermione muttered a little madly as she stumbled from the slowly shrinking line that stretched out of the Hall and into the corridor.

"You'll do _great_, 'Mione," Ron reassured her.

She sat down on the stool, feeling like a foolish first year all over again as the cloth of the hat covered her head. It didn't quite slip over her eyes like it had when she was eleven however, and that was _something_ she supposed.

The Hat chuckled into her ear, "Ah, yes, Miss Granger. I remember _you_. You were quite the hatstall eight years ago."

Hermione remembered, too. Hatstalls – when the Hat took five minutes or longer to Sort someone – were fairly uncommon. The Hat had an extremely difficult time deciding between placing her in Gryffindor or Ravenclaw.

The Hat continued, "You do make a shining example of a Gryffindor, but I see you're quite exhausted of being the hero, and after the year _you've_ had, who can blame you? No matter. This time, it had better be… RAVENCLAW!"

The Hat shouted this last word out to the Hall. Hermione breathed out a deep gust of air she didn't realize she'd been holding in, feeling relieved even as her heart simultaneously sank. She barely registered the half-hearted applause from the long benches of the Ravenclaw table as she went to sit there.

Her red-and-gold tie transfigured itself to blue-and-bronze and that somehow made it all seem quite permanent. Still, she felt she could probably thrive as a Ravenclaw… but she missed her friends already. She doubted Ron was going to also be sorted there, for example.

It took a few moments for her to look up, where she saw Ron, Harry and Ginny giving her the thumbs up. She shot them a half-smile. Really, of all the other houses, Ravenclaw wasn't too bad. The Hat had seriously considered putting her there during her _last_ Sorting, only deciding on Gryffindor at the last moment because of her confident and loyal streak.

"Longbottom, Neville!"

"GRYFFINDOR!"

Hermione felt a surge of envy toward Neville, who grinned widely as he removed the Hat from his head and practically swaggered over to the Gryffindor table, brimming with confidence. Only a few people had so far been re-sorted back into their original Houses. Hermione wondered what made Neville so much more Gryffindor than her. If she remembered correctly, he had been a hatstall like herself. She remembered back to third year when Neville told her he'd argued with the Hat for over five minutes before being sorted into Gryffindor. He'd requested to be Sorted into Hufflepuff, but the Hat had won in the end.

"Lovegood, Luna!"

"GRYFFINDOR!"

Hermione's heart surged with envy once more. She didn't mind Ravenclaw, really, but she _loved_ Gryffindor. There was a lion in her heart.

"Malfoy, Draco!"

Hermione looked up with interest, wondering where the Hat would deign to place the former Death Eater. He was so _very_ Slytherin, she couldn't imagine him being placed anywhere but there…

"RAVENCLAW!"

"_No_!" Ginny gasped audibly, her hand flying to cover her mouth in shock. Ron shot Hermione a fearful glance. Harry merely raised his eyebrows in surprise.

Hermione's gut wrenched as she realized she was going to be sharing a Common Room with _Draco Malfoy_… the boy who'd let the Death Eaters into Hogwarts… the boy whose aunt had tortured her mere months ago while he'd watched…

The Hall was utterly silent as Malfoy grimaced and sauntered over to the Ravenclaw table. The green of his tie became blue and he sunk onto the bench, glowering at the table, his mouth twisted into a grimace.

"Parkinson, Pansy!"

"HUFFLEPUFF!"

Pansy burst into tears and slammed down into her seat at the Hufflepuff table, making quite a scene.

"Potter, Harry!"

Hermione craned her neck to watch her friend be sorted. The tables were becoming much more full now.

Harry smiled at Ginny reassuringly, having accepted whatever his fate would be. Hermione supposed that after facing Voldemort, the Sorting Hat couldn't possibly be too frightening…

"SLYTHERIN!"

Gasps and whispers were heard from around the Great Hall. Harry alone didn't seem surprised by the Hat's choice.

He stood from the stool, his red-and-gold tie becoming the oft-hated green-and-silver. He made his way to the Slytherin table as if this was completely normal and sat next to a relieved Susan Bones and Michael Corner, who had both been in Dumbledore's Army with Harry and had also been sorted into Slytherin. They had been a Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw respectively, before that night.

Hermione felt lightheaded. Everything seemed wrong. She was separated from Harry and – almost certainly – from Ron as well. She'd completely lost her appetite.

Finally, the list was dwindling to the end…

"Weasley, Ginevra!" was called and Hermione looked up with hope. Ginny was quick-witted and talented. Perhaps…

"SLYTHERIN!"

Hermione's heart sank, even as Ginny grinned broadly and rushed to the Slytherin table with far too much glee than it was comfortable for a Gryffindor to be exhibiting. She sank into a seat by Harry, who kissed her lightly on the cheek.

"Weasley, Ronald!"

Hermione didn't even get her hopes up.

"HUFFLEPUFF!"

"_What_?" Ron spluttered. It was almost comic, but Hermione couldn't laugh.

"Zabini, Blaise!"

"RAVENCLAW!"

Hermione glanced sadly around the long Ravenclaw benches. There were very few faces there she was familiar with except Malfoy and Zabini, who were sitting closely to one another and muttering in whispered voices as they glanced around the table.

For a split second, Hermione's eyes met Malfoy's and they shared a glance. There was no open hostility there, but there was certainly no kindness in those grey orbs either.

The lion began to pace restlessly in her heart.


	2. Ravenclaw Prefects

**Okay, okay... I know I said I wasn't going to update this very frequently, but I feel like it's important to get at least a _little_ substance into a story or it will putter out too quickly. One chapter just wasn't enough. Thank you to jddmn13, ravenheart, clarkfan325, i was BOTWP, and anjaquickert9 for your reviews. As always, reviews are valued like treasure and can help shape the story (and how quickly I update)!**
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Hermione's eyes opened blearily and she blinked a few times to allow her consciousness to slide back into focus. She was warm and comfortable and sighed happily into the fluffy Hogwarts pillow. She was home.

Memory popped her mood like a balloon as the events of the previous night resurfaced.

As always when she began to panic, reviewing the facts made reality less painful.

It was Wednesday, September 2, 1998 and her first classes for her final year at Hogwarts were beginning today. She was enrolled in nine classes. In her heart, she was a Gryffindor, but in this new arrangement, she was a Ravenclaw…

That was the part that made her the most nervous. She didn't know _how_ to be a Ravenclaw. She was programmed to trundle up seven flights of stairs to Gryffindor Tower and give the familiar Fat Lady, dressed in a horrible pink silk dress, a password. Then she knew to go through the round hole behind the portrait into the welcoming and warm Common Room, where she would ascend the girls' staircase and flop onto her four-poster bed with red and gold hangings. The view would be of the expansive Hogwarts grounds, including Hagrid's hut, where curling smoke from the chimney would be reassuringly the same it always had been.

Instead, she now would wend her way to the West Wing of the fifth floor, where a spiral staircase climbed the interior of a tall castle spire. The windows here were tall, some made of stained glass, and others offering a view of the castle's central courtyard. An oak door with only a bronze doorknocker in the shape of an eagle's head was the only adornment on the entrance. This functioned as guardian.

Hermione's bed was located in the eighth year girls' dormitory in one of the turrets off the main tower and was just as comfortable as the Gryffindor ones had always been. They were reassuringly similar in that they were also four-posters, but the hangings were the color of the sky and made of silk eiderdown.

"Hermione?" a vaguely familiar voice murmured.

Hermione pulled the curtains back from her four-poster with some reluctance. Padma Patil stood before her, having been re-sorted back into her original Ravenclaw the previous night. For a moment, Hermione could pretend that Padma was her twin sister Parvati, and that this was really no different from Gryffindor after all.

"Good morning," Hermione replied pleasantly enough.

"Good morning," Padma repeated back. "The eighth years have all been called into the Common Room by Professor Flitwick to give us our schedules and make sure we're comfortable."

"Oh."

Hermione glanced around the room. There were five girls including herself in the dormitory but she was the only Gryffindor.

"I'm Lisa Turpin," introduced one of the girls Hermione didn't recognize. She had short brown hair, cropped severely under her chin, and a delicate heart-shaped face. "Hufflepuff – or I _was_."

"Sue Li," introduced another of the girls. She was a tiny Asian girl who couldn't be more than five feet tall. She was pulling her long, jet black hair into a comfortable ponytail. "Ravenclaw."

"I'm Hermione Granger," Hermione began.

"We know who you are," Lisa informed her.

"You're famous," Sue agreed.

"Oh."

The four girls shared a tentatively companionable silence. Hermione glanced toward the fifth bed, which was already empty.

Noticing the draw of her gaze, Padma informed her, "That Slytherin girl, Daphne Greengrass, also got sorted here. She got up early and left. I think she's already downstairs."

"I see," Hermione answered. Perhaps Daphne Greengrass was feeling uncomfortable at being the only Slytherin girl. Padma and Sue were apparently quite close already, having shared the Ravenclaw dormitory for seven years together.

"This year is going to be weird," Lisa sighed.

Hermione didn't audibly agree but she felt the heavy truth of that statement. She threw her clothes on, including her blue-and-bronze uniform tie, and headed down the stair into the Ravenclaw Common Room with the other three girls.

Ancient Professor Flitwick was waiting for them there, so tiny he had to stand on a stool at the head of the room to be seen. Hermione glanced around the room at the other assembled eighth years.

The aforementioned Daphne Greengrass was seated a little ways away with Malfoy and Zabini, the three of them glaring warily around the cavernous Common Room. Another boy Hermione didn't know was chatting amiably enough with Ernie Macmillan.

"Hermione," Ernie greeted cordially enough, his enormous ears sticking out more than ever, "I knew you'd be in Ravenclaw. It's odd to be giving up Hufflepuff after all these years, but all in the name of unity, eh?"

Ernie had always been rather pompous but Hermione like him. She noticed a shiny Head Boy badge pinned to his robes and offered him a vague smile before he went to engage his fellow-former-Hufflepuff, Lisa, in brief conversation.

Glancing about, Hermione was able to take in the sight of the Common Room in daylight for the first time. The room was large and airy with a vaulted ceiling, giving the place an almost cavernous appearance. The ceiling was painted with stars like the night sky. It was wide and circular with tall, many-paned windows draped with blue and bronze silk curtains, looking out on the grounds. The Lake sparkled distantly in the sunlight and the herbology gardens, Quidditch pitch and Forbidden Forest were dwarfed only by the outlying Scottish mountains.

A midnight blue carpet was dotted with tables and chairs. The room was positively covered in bookcases, which stretched up every inch of the walls and also interspersed themselves throughout the room.

The group of Slytherins and the two Hufflepuffs also seemed to be taking in their surroundings. Padma and Sue engaged the boy Hermione didn't recognize in coversation and she deduced he must also be a returning Ravenclaw.

She was the only Gryffindor, she noticed.

"Welcome back, eighth years," squeaked Professor Flitwick. "This will be a transition year for you all, not merely because of the re-sorting but because you're all returning to finish an education that would have already been competed had last year not been upheaval for us all."

Daphne dipped her head toward Zabini and Malfoy to mutter something inaudible. The two boys' expressions didn't change but Zabini's gaze floated lazily toward Hermione, who was determined not to pay the Slytherins any attention.

"Ravenclaw has always acquitted itself well amongst themselves and other Houses," Flitwick continued. "I hope that will not change. Having taught you all for seven years, I am very aware that each of you was sent here by the Sorting Hat because you are all intelligent, clever individuals."

Silence amongst the eighth years. Ernie alone looked pleased, the rest looked tense.

"Miss Li, Mr. Rivers, Miss Granger, Mr. Macmillan and Mr. Malfoy, you've all achieved the necessary OWLs to study alchemy this year, if you wish. Do any of you have any interest in studying that?"

They all did, it seemed.

"Excellent," Flitwick hummed to himself. "Additionally, Miss Granger and Miss Patil, would either of you be interested in Ghoul Studies?"

Padma did but Hermione didn't. She remembered very clearly her Time-Turner year and had no wish to repeat a similar experience by overburdening herself.

Flitwick handed out their updated schedules. Hermione noticed that all their classes were mixed with at least one other House and she felt a creeping sense of relief. Because of the small number of eighth years and also being reduced in number because of the advanced NEWT level, all of her classes except Transfiguration, Defense Against the Dark Arts and Charms were comprised of all four Houses.

Transfiguration was with the Slytherins, so she would have Harry.

Defense Against the Dark Arts was with the Hufflepuffs, so she would have Ron.

Charms was with the Gryffindors, so she would have Neville.

She vaguely wondered how the others had done in their new arrangements overnight.

The four Ravenclaw girls headed down the spiral staircase toward the Great Hall for breakfast. Daphne separated herself off from them again, preferring to walk with Malfoy and Zabini.

"Does anyone else think it's weird that we got the former Death Eater in our house?" Lisa whispered as they descended the stair.

Hermione glanced at the black of the platinum blond head that was walking several paces ahead of them but said nothing. Her mind flashed to an unbidden memory of the night at Malfoy Manor where she'd been tortured by Bellatrix. She pushed the thought away, but the inside of her arm itched where the scar was still branded. Instinctively, she pulled her sleeve down.

"He was second in our year from first through fifth years though," Sue answered. "I _know_ because I tried to beat him, but couldn't and ended up third."

"He _was_?" Lisa gasped. "He must be smart, but I had no idea. Whose first then?"

Padma grinned and jerked her head toward Hermione.

"Oh, right."

Hermione smiled, despite herself.

"Hermione!" Ginny called from across the Great Hall, the moment they stepped through the doors. She gestured to a seat by herself at the Slytherin table.

"I can't sit with you, Ginny," Hermione told her friend as she approached. "We were re-sorted, remember?"

"Oh, no one cares about that," Ginny snapped. "See?"

Luna was seated next to her. Hermione glanced at the teachers' table, but there didn't seem to be any resistance from that end, so she sat. Harry joined them moments later.

"How was your night in the eagle's nest, then?" Ginny queried conversationally.

"Nice enough," answered Hermione, helping herself to some toast.

"I do like your Gryffindor tower," Luna said dreamily. "It's cozy."

Hermione felt another pang of jealousy.

"The Slytherin dungeons are so _dreary_," Ginny complained. "Who uses _skulls_ as decoration? So medieval…"

"Ron seems to be pleased enough in Hufflepuff," Luna observed.

Ron was seated by Seamus, who also sported a yellow-and-black tie, and the boys were currently participating in an animated discussion that seemed to involve broomsticks. Hermione felt another stab of jealousy. Ron had Seamus and Harry had Ginny to help them adapt to their new Houses, but she had no one…

"I did see the Giant Squid last night," Ginny told her. "There's a view of the Lake through the windows, since it's all underground…"

"There are mermaids sometimes too," a drawling voice interrupted them.

The four whipped around to come face-to-face with Malfoy.

"What do you want, Malfoy?" Harry queried politely enough.

"Spit it out, ferret, then get lost," Ginny added in a much more hostile tone.

Draco frowned deeply and clenched his jaw like it actually hurt to bite back whatever comment he wanted to throw at Ginny. To everyone's surprise, he turned to Hermione, "McGonagall wants to see us."

Hermione raised an eyebrow. "Us?"

He rolled his eyes, the pale, pointed face betraying an expression of borderline loathing. "Us… as in, me and you, to go see McGonagall. Now."

"I'll see you in a bit, guys," Hermione said to Harry, Ginny and Luna before any of them could protest. She took a piece of toast with her and followed her new housemate to the head table, where McGonagall had assembled a few other students as well.

"There wasn't time to send the necessary letters before the start of term," McGonagall told the group of eight. "We've been very busy repairing the castle after the events of last year and I'm afraid many things were never done as they should have been. Additionally, with the re-sorting, it seemed silly to pick beforehand, but... I would like you all to be prefects for your new Houses."

Hermione glanced around. Hannah Abbott and Anthony Goldstein were representing Gryffindor, Justin Finch-Fletchley and Mandy Brocklehurst represented Hufflepuff, and Susan Bones and Dean Thomas had Slytherin.

She knew what that meant. She would be expected to patrol with Malfoy.

Wonderful.

McGonagall bestowed them all some prefect badges and patrol schedules. It indicated she would be responsible for patrolling the corridors with Malfoy on Mondays and Thursdays.

She vaguely wondered why McGonagall made Malfoy a prefect at all. It wasn't like he had a spotless record.

But then, she supposed, neither did she. _Still_, it hadn't been _her_ that let the Death Eaters into Hogwarts…

"The Head Girl and Boy this year are Padma Patil and Ernie MacMillan," McGonagall informed them. "As decided _before_ they were both Sorted into Ravenclaw. I'm sure Padma and Ernie will want to call a meeting before long, so be prepared."

McGonagall dismissed them to call up prefects chosen from the seventh years and give them instructions.

"Well, Malfoy, looks like we're stuck on patrol together," Hermione said quietly to the Slytherin. If she was going to be working closely with him all year, she might as well not be completely standoffish, she decided.

He shot her a look and stalked off without responding. Hermione sighed and returned to the Slytherin table, where Ron had joined the group.

"The Hufflepuff dorms are _right next to_ the kitchens, 'Mione," Ron told her excitedly. "And there's _no password_. You just waltz right in… and if I fancy a midnight snack, I can just leave and go next door to get one. The house elves are very obliging…"

"You are going to be as big as a house by the end of the year," Hermione retorted, amused despite herself.

"So what did Malfoy want?" Ginny wanted to know.

"He and I were made Ravenclaw prefects."

"Who in their right mind would make _Malfoy_ a prefect after all the things he's done?" Ginny demanded angrily.

"Maybe it's _because_ of everything he's done that he was made a prefect," Luna pointed out dreamily.

"What do you mean?" Harry wondered, brow furrowed.

"Maybe it's his chance at redemption," Luna replied airily as she ate her porridge.

"Well, redemption or not, you have to ask McGonagall to switch you," Ron insisted. "You can't go wandering around the corridors at night with the Great Bouncing Ferret waiting to hex you behind your back..."

"No," Hermione said firmly.

"What do you mean 'no'...?"

"I mean 'no' in the way that 'no' is generally accepted to be meant, Ronald," she retorted, rising from her seat. "I'm not afraid of Malfoy, especially after everything we went through last year. I can handle myself." She turned to Harry, with whom she had Transfiguration first. "See you in class."

A pair of gray eyes watched her studiously from the Ravenclaw table as she swept from the Hall, book bag overflowing and curls bouncing behind her.


	3. First Day Back
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Classes began innoxiously and Hermione felt relief settle into her stomach. Here she was, sitting next to Harry in Transfiguration like there hadn't been any War or any re-sorting. The only difference was that their ties were different colors. This was _normal_.

The new Transfiguration professor was a thickset, red-faced Scotsman named Professor Buchanan. His brogue was present but not too heavy. He had meaty hands that he gestured wildly with. He liked to laugh. This was a change from McGonagall to be sure, but the new professor seemed amiable enough.

They were quickly jumping right into the subject matter and transforming chickens into cats. Since they had only transformed animals into inanimate objects before (or vice versa) Hermione found this refreshingly challenging.

"_How_ are you getting this so quickly?" Harry demanded as his chicken meowed at him reproachfully.

"You have to concentrate," she whispered.

Harry rolled his eyes, his face screwed up into a grimace, "I _am _concentrating."

_Yes,_ Hermione thought to herself smugly, _this is normal_.

.

.

Defense Against the Dark Arts seemed to be much the same.

Hermione sat next to Ron, who had saved her a seat. "Not going to sit with Seamus?" she queried happily, plopping into the space behind the desk.

"Hermione," Ron replied in mock-seriousness, "how am I going to pass my NEWTs without you?"

"I'm not going to help you 'find the words' for your essays this year, Ronald."

He grinned at her, somehow managing to look pleadingly forlorn at the same time, "You always say that."

.

.

Hermione released a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding as she slowly pushed through the familiar doors to the Hogwarts library.

Before her stood her old friends, seemingly the only things in the castle untouched from the Battle of Hogwarts the previous May. Tall, narrow columns of books rose to the ceiling, extraordinary vestiges of knowledge and theory, just waiting to be combed through…

She glanced furtively around. Besides Madam Pince and two fourth-year Slytherins with their heads together at a back table, no one else was there. Not many came into the library on their first day back in classes, but Hermione Granger did.

Convinced that no one would see, she breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of books. Parchment, brain-power, old ink...

"That is both disturbing _and_ somewhat arousing, Granger."

Hermione whirled around and came face-to-face with Theodore Nott. She had little knowledge of the former-Slytherin, except that his father had been a Death Eater, and she was immediately on her guard.

"Theo Nott," he introduced, extending his hand toward her. He was tall and thin and seemed to lean a bit like an unstable tower. The young man had fair hair, which he kept rather short, and green eyes mostly hidden behind horn-rimmed glasses. Hermione noticed he was no longer sporting a green-and-silver tie, but rather a red-and-gold one.

Hermione eyed the extended hand suspiciously. "Why are you introducing yourself to me?"

"I believe it's called 'manners'," he replied impishly. "But I'm beginning to discover that Gryffindors don't really care much for those."

She drew herself up defiantly, "I'm sure I don't know what you mean. Gryffindors have never been anything but nice to _me_."

"Perhaps _you_ belong there, unlike a snake in the lion's den."

Her mouth clamped shut. Hermione couldn't deny she hated the idea of a Death Eater's son sleeping in Gryffindor Tower, even though she was well aware the re-sorting had been to promote inter-house unity.

Theo eyed her carefully, "I can only assume _you_ feel just as out-of-place in Ravenclaw. I'm shocked McGonagall condoned the splitting-up of the Golden Trio."

Realizing Theo was trying to goad her into reacting to him, Hermione smiled sweetly. "Just spreading the wealth around, Nott."

"Hmm," he answered thoughtfully, "I suppose that's why they had to put both me _and_ Longbottom in Gryffindor. Too much of a good thing and all that."

"Neville is twice the person you are," she told him confidently, truly convinced of her own words. Really, _how_ anyone could still make fun of Neville after he'd publicly beheaded Voldemort's snake in the school courtyard with the Sword of Gryffindor the previous year, was beyond her.

"Really?" he merely queried, amused with her.

"Bloody Slytherin," she muttered under her breath.

"Swotty Mudblood."

"Ten points from Gryffindor for your language, Nott," she responded fiercely, and stalked off.

Nott called after her, "There's a private corner over yonder, Granger… so you can jill off to the books in peace."

.

.

"I am having an identity crisis," Hermione announced, sitting down by Ron, Seamus, Harry and Ginny at the Hufflepuff table for dinner.

"Already?" Ginny queried.

"Why?" Ron asked, more companionably.

"I just took house points from Gryffindor and I wasn't in the least bit remorseful."

Harry and Ginny laughed at her discomfort, while Ron gaped at her.

"Can prefects take house points now?" Seamus wondered.

"Seventh and eighth years can."

"Do you know what's even worse?" Ginny argued. "I have to _try out_ to be on the Slytherin Quidditch team. They'd be _lucky_ to have me under any other circumstances!"

"Me too, and I was Captain of Gryffindor," Harry reminded her.

"I got called a 'Puff Poof by a fifth year," Seamus complained miserably. "Why do Huffs get so much shite?"

"At least none of you have to do prefect patrol with Malfoy twice a week," Hermione hissed.

They all looked expectantly at Ron.

"What?" he stuttered between heaps of the mashed potatoes he was shoveling into his mouth. "I'm perfectly happy in Hufflepuff. Although we do have Parkinson... but so far mostly everyone just takes the mickey out of her and that's always good fun."

.

.

Hermione met Malfoy outside Ravenclaw tower that evening. Ernie was also there, as Head Boy, to give them instructions as to where they were to patrol. The Gryffindor prefects would be scouring the upper floors, while they were to have the lower, including the dungeons.

"Padma and I have decided to have a meeting with all the prefects tomorrow night, before any of the school clubs start up again," Ernie informed the sullen pair. "Seven sharp in the Ancient Runes classroom on the sixth floor."

Ernie turned back to re-enter Ravenclaw tower and the guardian prompted, "I go through towns and over hills and yet I never move."

"Uhh," Ernie answered unsurely.

The bronze eagle head in the center of the door remained silent. Anyone entering the common room had to answer a riddle, which was different every time. Hermione hadn't had any trouble with hers so far. Ernie on the other hand…

"A road," she supplied for Ernie.

"Too right," the eagle head answered. The door swung forward.

"Thanks." Ernie disappeared inside.

Malfoy sneered at the spot where Ernie stood moments before. "Idiot should have known the answer. That was an easy one."

Not wanting to start a confrontation with Malfoy at the very beginning of their patrol – and because she secretly agreed that it had been an easy question – Hermione said nothing. They descended the spiral staircase in silence, spilling out onto the fifth floor corridor.

"Where do you want to start?" he drawled, already sounding bored.

Hermione shrugged, "I've never done the lower patrol before."

The Gryffindor and Hufflepuff prefects had always taken the upper floors of the castle. Ravenclaws and Slytherins had typically done the lower.

"This way then," Malfoy decided for them, jaunting off toward the center of the castle and down another staircase.

Hermione didn't really expect foul play from Malfoy, but she kept her eyes open nonetheless. If he hexed her, for example, it would be fairly obvious that it had been him. Hermione couldn't help but think there was validity in Luna's suggestion – which in itself, was worrying – that perhaps Malfoy had been made a prefect so he could have a chance at redemption. It certainly wasn't uncommon knowledge where his family's loyalties had lain during the War. Surely he wouldn't choose to break the offered olive branch…

"I am going to go _mad_ if we have to spend two hours without saying anything," Malfoy broke the silence. His voice was its usual insolent tone, but Hermione found some small hope for him in the subject of his words.

"What would you like to talk about?" she queried.

"I don't care. Anything. Do you have a Quidditch team?"

"I don't really care for Quidditch, sorry."

"Of course you don't," Malfoy sneered. "Too much time with your face in a book, no doubt."

"If you're just going to insult me…"

"I _can_ do that, if you prefer. I would probably pass the time faster," he drawled. "You first. Throw me your best."

Hermione shot her companion a scathing look and clamped her mouth shut, thinking his best punishment would be for her to not say a word when that was all he wanted her to do.

Malfoy smirked, "Cat got your tongue, Granger?"

Hermione refused to speak, instead listening in calm silence as he attempted to goad her into responding to light insults or disparaging witticisms.

Roundly ignoring Malfoy, Hermione turning a corner into a passageway she didn't recognize. She gazed around, taking in the scenes on the hanging tapestries and the Baroque-era suits of armor, and realized she didn't have the slightest idea where she was. Forgetting she wasn't speaking to Malfoy, she voiced, "Where are we?"

"Ha!" he exclaimed in triumph.

She rolled her eyes. "You are _twelve_. Seriously, Malfoy, where are we?"

"A few passages away from the Slytherin dorms." He was still smirking in victory.

"Are there classrooms down here? Why have I never been here before?" she wondered. The feel of the air made it seem they were almost underground. Perhaps they were.

"As far as I know it's just the Slytherin commons, dungeons, and the caves."

Hermione rounded on him, eyes flashing, and repeated, "_Caves_?"

Malfoy's mouth spread from a smirk to a grin and Hermione inwardly shuddered. She hadn't thought the former Slytherin could do something like grin, but the truth of the matter was, _that_ look on his face was terrifying. Whatever pleased Malfoy that much couldn't possibly be anything good.

"Scared of underground passages, Granger?" he sneered.

"Certainly not," she protested, squaring her shoulders. "Is it part of the rotation?"

"Yes, considering there's usually at least one couple of horny teenagers snogging down there," he began. Then added, "Or worse."

"Oh, _eugh_," she blurted.

"Poor Saint Granger," Malfoy jeered, "don't worry. I will protect your virgin eyes and go first."

Hermione huffed to herself, but allowed him to go first after all. She considered hexing him from that angle, but didn't want to stoop to that level, no matter how tempting it was.

The caves weren't many, thankfully. There was a passage that ran out from one of the smaller dungeons toward the Quidditch pitch. The air was frigid there and Hermione felt the hairs on her arms and back of her neck raise in protest of the cold. Her legs were covered in gooseflesh, both from the chill and the uneasy feeling that came along with being confined in the narrow tunnels. Luckily, the passage was clear of students and they were able to leave quickly.

They continued down another passage that acted as a kind of loop and didn't seem to really go anywhere. As they came full circle, Malfoy stopped in front of her and Hermione almost bumped right into him.

"What?" she demanded.

"Nothing, it's just a cat," he muttered, casting his wandlight on the animal ahead.

Hermione craned her neck to peer around Malfoy and cried, "Crookshanks!"

Crookshanks was indeed sitting in the middle of the path, washing his paw and looking rather pleased with himself.

"Clever Crookshanks," Hermione cooed. "Have you been patrolling with us this whole time?"

"That thing is _yours_?" Malfoy asked incredulously.

As if sensing an affront, Crookshanks turned his gaze toward Malfoy for a moment before sauntering off ahead, bottlebrush tail held high. Hermione irrationally felt safer. She pushed around Malfoy and followed Crookshanks out of the cave, where she gave him a proper scratching under his chin. Crookshanks purred loudly until Malfoy came back into view.

"You have a real affinity for ugly, oversized ginger things, don't you, Granger?" Malfoy japed.

Hermione shot him a dark look, but decided not to dignify his affront with a response.

"Come on, there's only one more cave."

It turned out that Malfoy wasn't wrong; there _was_ someone snogging down there. Wet, smacking sounds and the occasional groan echoed quietly from the passage.

Malfoy sniggered and cast his _Lumos_ at the guilty couple, revealing Pansy Parkinson and a Slytherin boy Hermione knew by sight but not by name. Pansy's uniform blouse was suspiciously unbuttoned part of the way, and she cast the pair a look of disgust.

"Let's see," Malfoy pronounced slowly. "Ten points from Slytherin, Avery. _Fifteen_ from Hufflepuff, Parkinson, since you're such a slag. Add another five, for being sorted in with the 'Puffs."

Hermione opened her mouth to protest the injustice of Malfoy's reasoning, but Pansy interrupted her.

"Ask me if I care," Pansy huffed, straightening herself up somewhat. "Hufflepuff is a joke. Besides, Draco, what are you doing down here with _her_? Coming down to get in some of your own private time?"

"As if," Hermione scoffed, blushing deeply at the insinuation nonetheless.

Malfoy remained utterly unabashed. "Best get back to your commons; it's after hours… you too, Avery."

Avery scurried off furtively, but Pansy ran her fingers slowly down Draco's arm and cast him a long gaze before she sauntered away, one of her stockings drooping lower than the other.

Hermione stood awkwardly by Malfoy for a moment before she realized he was staring at her. "What?" she snapped.

"No need to look so wistful, Granger. I have _no_ intention of snogging you…"

"You are _disgusting_."

Sniggering, Malfoy lead them from the caves, to Hermione's relief. Crookshanks pretended not to follow them, but seemed always to be reassuringly about ten paces behind for the remainder of their shift. Hermione thought about the lingering touch Pansy had bestowed on Malfoy's arm before she'd left.

"Malfoy," she said thoughtfully, remembering that he had taken Pansy to the Yule Ball back in fourth year, "that wasn't… I mean, weren't you involved with Parkinson at one point? Did that bother you, to find her there?"

Malfoy laughed a short, barking laugh Hermione didn't think she'd ever heard before. "Sweet Merlin, is _that_ what people think of me? Here I was worried the worst thing I'd be called was a Death Eater, but now I'm to understand I'm considered Parkinson's arm candy… and I thought you had determined _not_ to insult me this evening."

"I take that as a 'no' then," she deduced blandly.

"I'm not calling her a whore, but if she were money she'd be a knut: worthless, two-faced, and in everyone's pants."

She and Malfoy didn't speak much for the rest of their patrol, which Hermione was glad of. Before she knew it, they were ascending the spiral staircase up to Ravenclaw tower, Crookshanks still trailing faithfully behind.

"All… these… _effing_… stairs!" Malfoy gasped, once they'd reached the top.

Hermione laughed at her companion's obvious discomfort. She was used to stairs; Gryffindor tower had been on the seventh floor.

The eagle head doorknocker prompted them with another riddle: "I belong to you but others put me to more frequent use."

Malfoy groaned, clutching his side, "It's too _late_ for this..."

Hermione looked thoughtful a moment, then suggested, "The answer is my name."

"Very true," the eagle head nodded.

The door swung forward obligingly and Hermione entered, Malfoy huffing behind. The common room was mostly empty, but a few students still sat up.

"Good night," Hermione called, in what she hoped was an annoyingly cheerful voice.

Malfoy grimaced at her, still clearly irked by all the stairs they'd had to climb. He joined Zabini and Daphne, who were waiting for him by a window. Hermione felt a pang of jealousy that even _Malfoy_ had friends in Ravenclaw tower, whereas she would just be heading to bed.

She trudged up the steps to her bedroom, where she changed and crawled under the covers. Padma and Lisa seemed to already be asleep. Crookshanks hopped up onto the comforter and wound himself into a comfortable ginger wheel near her feet.

Exhausted from the first day of classes coupled with having to deal with Malfoy, Hermione fell asleep almost before her head hit the pillow.


End file.
